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      “If I am the phantom, it is because man’s hatred has made me so. If I am to be saved it is because your love redeems me.”

      

      Gaston Leroux, The Phantom of the Opera

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          ETHAN

        

      

    

    
      There was nothing more terrifying than being alone with your own thoughts.

      I completely agree.

      The sinister voice of the demon within my head festered at my insides. My eyes opened. I took in the sight of my room, brightening with the approach of the incoming dawn.

      It was foreign to me. Unfamiliar. In recent months, I’d been forced to abandon my home at the royal palace, to make way for Gabby and Elijah’s arrival. They’d kicked me, my mother and our servants to a far-off estate on the outskirts of Dolinska. The mansion was grand, expensive, and had too many rooms.

      I despised it. It wasn’t where I’d grown up— I belonged at the palace.

      I’d hardly been at the estate all summer, yet still, my room was filthy. Bits of food, vodka bottles and discarded clothes lay in heaps. The shades were partially drawn, and dust lay on every surface. I remained curled in the sheets and tried to breathe.

      It looked like some sort of animal’s nest. I forbade the servants from coming in here. In the corner was a full-length mirror. I’d thrown a blanket over it weeks ago and hadn’t removed it since. I could no longer stand my own reflection, for every time I looked in the mirror, the red eyes of the leshane peered back at me, that sharp-toothed smile gloating and arrogant.

      Arrogant? Come now, be fair.

      He hardly spoke to me, but when he did, it was to brag. Too many days now I heard his cruel laughter echoing inside my head.

      I could hear it now. I reached for my prosthetic and fastened it on. Like every morning, the demon began tormenting me.

      Cripple, cripple, he teased. Helpless and deformed.

      My mouth curled into a sneer as I rolled out of bed and turned on the stereo— the sound of the laughter was so loud, it nearly drove me mad. I cranked the volume as high as it would go, until the floors were shaking and my ears stung from the noise.

      A servant came rushing in the door, shouting over the music. “My prince, your mother is asleep. It’s still very early, and—”

      “Leave me!” My tone came out in a harsh growl. The servant quickly bowed and hurried to shut the door.

      I’d become nothing more than a hideous beast. Eventually, the laughter ceased. I turned down the stereo, though I left it on just in case the leshane came back.

      He didn’t return, though I knew he was still there— inside me like a deranged cancerous tumor, gnawing away at my identity. I was grateful for the few moments of peace.

      I forgoed a shower— what was the point?— and threw on a few pieces of my wrinkled uniform. It was the first day of a new semester at Arcanea University, and the start of my senior year.

      Might as well get it over with.

      The servants already had my trunks packed and loaded onto the back of the carriage. At the sight of it, I nearly became sick— wanted to turn and run— but though this demon had nearly taken everything from me, he hadn’t yet stolen my courage, and I refused to be a coward.

      I couldn’t avoid it any longer. I had to see her. Though the prospect made my knees quiver, there was no getting around it. Eventually, I’d have to let myself look into those green eyes, and crumble.

      My stomach grew hollow the closer we got to Arcanea University. The fall chill permeated the air, and a few leaves fell from the branches of the trees the carriage passed, lying forlorn and broken on the cobblestone.

      The carriage stopped in front of the beautiful gates. I stepped out— the servants would drop my things off at my dorm. I’d always said I wanted to be treated like any other student while I was here, but now, the servants were a blessing. The leshane was draining all my energy, saving it for himself when he finally made his move to take over my body. I couldn’t carry those trunks to my dorm even if I wanted to.

      As I wandered the paths of the university, the demon’s hold lightened on me just a little, easing the tightness in my chest and making it easier to breathe. Being in a place I loved like this put me at peace. It was like coming home. Despite how miserable and empty I felt, how cold my spirit was growing to be, there would always be a comfort in roaming the campus at Arcanea University.

      No one was on campus at this hour. It was too early. We’d precisely picked this time to meet up to avoid being overheard. I walked directly to the clocktower at the center of campus. I opened the door to the tower— it was already unlocked— and wound the spiraling stairs upward to join the rest of my friends in the clock’s inner workings.

      Gears turned as I reached the top of the tower, and I entered into an open square room that contained the mechanisms of the clock. The clock face was circular, massive and see-through, like a window that displayed the main part of campus and the city beyond. The large hands of the clock moved steadily, while a loud ticking noise clicked in the background as the clock moved through time.

      It reminded me just how little time I had.

      Students weren’t allowed up here, but we’d figured it just as good a place as any to speak privately. My heart grew less heavy as I took in the faces around the room.

      She wasn’t here yet. I nearly breathed a sigh of relief. Kiara and Alexei were in the corner, poring over a book together; Odette was humming a tune and pirouetting in place, while Theo practiced some of their lifts. She gave him a fond smile every time he raised her upward, though it seemed more friendly than romantically inclined.

      Stefan had his arm over Delmare. They spoke in soft voices, heads tilted toward each other as they remained in their own little world.

      It pained me to look at them. They had what Emma and I had lost. I could not feel happy for them. I could only feel pain.

      I hadn’t seen my friends all summer. When the semester ended, we’d all agreed to travel to different places, searching for clues on the locations of the Crystals of Harmony. I’d been hopping from place to place on the ruse of doing just that, but to be honest, I had bigger issues. I’d just gotten back from Africa a few days ago. Another failed attempt.

      You’ll never be rid of me, the leshane cackled. I ignored him.

      As the door shut behind me, heads snapped up to look at me. Jaws dropped open. Odette put a hand over her mouth, while Alexei’s eyes widened.

      Stefan’s face was hard to read. He chewed on his lip, as if considering what to say to me before deciding against it.

      Theo voiced what everyone was thinking. “Wow…” Theo said. “You look…”

      “Like shit? I know.” My hair was unkempt, and there were dark circles around my eyes— not to mention bruises, from where I’d hit myself in the face trying to make the demon stop talking.

      Yeah. I was a mess.

      Kiara stepped forward. “I knew you were taking the breakup hard, but… Ethan, this isn’t okay.”

      “I’m fine, Kiara. Honestly.”

      “Fine? You look like you’ve dropped twenty pounds,” Alexei protested.

      “I’ve merely been busy.” I hadn’t eaten. Sleep was an afterthought. I’d refused myself both in an attempt to starve the demon out. Hadn’t done any good.

      Delmare gave a sigh. Her lips twisted into a frown as she said, “Ethan, you’re a dumbass.”

      “I fully accept that.” I stared at the floor. That they were even welcoming me back into the group was honorable of them. I didn’t deserve to have friends.

      “But that doesn’t mean you aren’t our dumbass,” Delmare rushed to say. “You made a mistake last semester when you hurt Emma. A big one. But we forgive you for it.”

      “Has she?” My voice came out in a rasp. I was all but half a man.

      Odette played with her hands uncomfortably. “We haven’t talked to Emma much,” Odette confessed. “She spent some time back in Detroit for the summer, at some big skating camp. She wanted to be alone.”

      The little wolf was running away from her problems. Something I desperately wished I could do.

      It was at that point the door opened behind me. I turned. I felt a physical hit to the gut as a familiar and beloved smell hit my nostrils, making my instincts go insane and my wolf to howl in longing.

      The sight of her red hair cascading down her shoulders was enough to make me want to cry. Her green eyes sparked against the yellow light, and her beautiful body was inches in proximity to mine, driving me mad with a want I could never have again.

      I could feel the demon physically retreat at her presence. My chest grew lighter, and the glow of my magic warmed against me. It was like if she was around, the demon had no power.

      Emma’s mouth bobbed open slightly at my appearance. “Ethan.” Her tone was very surprised.

      “Hello, onawilke.” I gave a soft smile, and gods, it felt like pulling a sword out of my chest. That one little movement from me to her was worse than any torture illusion the best fae sorceress could put on me, and I wanted my suffering to end now.

      Emma’s form was stiff and cautious. There were a few more lines by her eyes than there had been last semester— she’d been worried. And grieving, perhaps, though I didn’t permit myself to hope that much.

      She stared at me for a moment longer before she moved to Odette’s side. Odette reached out a hand and took Emma’s. She squeezed it, and Emma gave a grateful smile in thanks.

      Stefan glanced between Emma and I before taking the lead. “Well, now that we’re all here, we should talk about the crystals,” he began. “We know that the portal to Edinmyre is shut, and if we don’t use the crystals to open it up again permanently, the fae are going to turn to literal dust. We have two crystals, but four of them are still out there. So do we have any leads on where the next one is?”

      The only sound that could be heard was the ticking of the clock, before Odette spoke up. “Theo’s family went traveling to Germany and Norway. I went with them,” she offered. “We looked, but not a thing.”

      “A holiday with Theo, hm?” Kiara teased, while Theo’s cheeks turned pink. “And how was that?”

      Odette shrugged. “I always go on vacation with them every summer. What’s the big deal?”

      Theo’s face soured. Clearly, he was still in the friendzone and their relationship hadn’t progressed further— though the point must’ve soared over Odette’s head, because she bounced in place and smiled.

      “My mother and I went on a backpacking trip around Poland, before I went back to Detroit,” Emma said softly. “There are quite a few fae ruins there. I looked, but didn’t find anything.”

      My stomach jolted when she spoke, giving me a wave of nausea. By the gods, even her voice was painful to listen to. It wrenched agony from within me, peeling my heart away layer by layer.

      I did my best not to let it show on my face, though I’m sure my true intentions showed, because Emma’s eyes flickered to me before settling forward.

      “Us either,” Kiara said with a sigh. “My mother has an extensive library on fae lore, with thousands of books, and I didn’t find a single clue on the Crystals of Harmony. Alexei stayed in Dolinska, but that was a dead end, too.”

      “I surveyed all the historical sites. It was interesting and I learned a lot, but they didn’t get me anywhere,” Alexei said.

      “What about you two?” Theo asked Stefan and Delmare. “Surely there must be one clue.”

      Delmare shook her head. “We traveled all over France. If there was a hint of the crystals, we would’ve unearthed it.”

      “Sure you weren’t too busy honeymooning in Paris to concentrate on the stones?” Kiara teased.

      “I was concentrating on stones, all right,” Delmare replied. The girls broke out laughing— save for Emma, who barely grinned.

      “Hey, there were some sexy times going on, but we made sure to stay on task,” Stefan said. “And nada.”

      “What about you, Ethan?” Odette squeaked. “Did you find anything?”

      The group turned inward. My muscles froze. I worried what would happen next, with my upcoming confession— if this would be the straw that broke the camel’s back, and they’d outcast me from their presence. But I’d made a promise to be completely honest with my friends, and I planned to stick to that. No more lies.

      I shifted uncomfortably. “I spied on the Circle and attended several events, but no mention of the crystals. The lords and ladies were too busy gossiping about my cousin’s kingship.”

      The subject was a sore one. Gabby and Elijah had been crowned, and were on Malovia’s throne. I’d been on edge since it’d happened, and yet three months had gone by, and so far there were no drastic changes.

      Yet. I was sure the two of them were just getting comfortable before they started giving the real orders.

      “What about your vigilante work? Did you find out anything that way?” Alexei asked.

      Emma’s eyes burned with tears, but she quickly blinked them away. I forced myself to stop looking at her.

      “No. I haven’t put on the Phantom mask all summer,” I said.

      Or since that cursed night of the masquerade. It’d sickened me to look at.

      A couple of notes of surprise rang throughout the group. Emma’s eyes lit up with hope. It pained me to see, because she didn’t realize that it was truly over. There was no hope for us.

      Not with the leshane in the way.

      “Does that mean you’re done with it?” Alexei asked.

      All eyes were on me. I cleared my throat and said, “I’m not sure.”

      Hope changed to hurt, and disgust rang clear in Emma’s gaze. She said nothing.

      “But you’ve been traveling, right?” Kiara asked. “Where’d you go?”

      This was it. “See, the thing is…” I began. “I have been traveling, but I haven’t been looking for the crystals. I’ve been looking for help.”

      “What do you mean?” Delmare raised an eyebrow, and Stefan leaned in. Emma’s face darkened, like she couldn’t understand my meaning.

      I sighed. “I uh… I was possessed by the leshane that killed my father.”

      Blood drained from Stefan and Delmare’s face. Both Odette and Theo took a step back, as if they were terrified. Alexei let out a choked gasp, and Kiara clutched at her throat.

      I understood their reactions. I was basically confessing I had a terminal disease festering inside me, waiting to take over and claim me wholly.

      It was the look on Emma’s face that hurt me the most. Her eyes watered. She surveyed me up and down, as if she could see the demon inside me, before her expression blazed in a way that signified there was a chance for us.

      “A demon? Godsdammit, Ethan!” Stefan barked. “When were you going to tell us this?”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty fucking crucial information,” Delmare said. Theo waved his hand, telling her to calm down.

      “I didn’t know myself, until the end of the last semester,” I confessed. “The leshane came to me and threatened to take over everything. He’s been using me as a host ever since my father died. He just didn’t choose to emerge until now. He entered my body as I was losing my leg. The moment I was vulnerable.”

      My voice sounded so broken. Emma’s hand twitched at her side— like she wanted to reach out to me, but didn’t.

      “Why didn’t you tell us this sooner? Months have passed, Ethan!” Theo shouted.

      “Finding the crystals is our top priority. This demon is a distraction,” I said. “If I had said anything sooner, everyone would’ve been trying to help me instead of searching for the stones. And finding the crystals is more important than saving my life.”

      A few guilty faces passed around the group. Stefan rapped his fingers against the wooden wall and said, “So, did you get it out?”

      I frowned. “No. I’ve been traveling the world all summer, looking for shamans and other supernaturals who can cast out the demon. No one has succeeded as of yet. This one has a strong hold on me.”

      Alexei’s expression was contemplative. “You know, that actually makes sense,” he mused in a low voice. “Last semester, I felt so many emotions rolling off of you, and so many of them conflicted at the same time. I didn’t understand how that could be possible. Now I realize that I’m actually experiencing the feelings of two different people— yourself and the leshane.”

      “What does the leshane feel now?” Emma asked.

      Alexei’s face twisted. He paused before he said, “All I can feel from the leshane is death. He wants power.”

      Emma paled. Kiara shifted against Alexei’s side. “I can feel it, too,” she added. “Though not as strongly as Alexei. These two parts are battling inside you, Ethan.”

      “I know. It’s been truly devastating,” I said. “I still have control, for now.”

      I swallowed past the large lump in my throat. “But I won’t for long.”

      Alexei looked at Kiara. “Please tell me you have something for demon possession, Kiara.”

      She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “Maybe… though it’s a long shot.” She frowned.

      “Why don’t we just go to the high priestesses? They could probably cast out the demon,” Theo offered.

      “No,” I said sharply. “I refuse.”

      “Refuse? Are you insane?” Theo asked. “This is your life!”

      “It’ll cause another scandal. I’ve already brought so much shame upon my royal house, upon my family… upon my mate.” My head dropped, and I chanced a small glance at Emma… who was wide-eyed with shock. “If we go to the high priestesses, it’ll be all over the tabloids by that night. My name and anyone who associates with me will be humiliated. There’s no guarantee they’ll get this thing out. Then my loved ones will be shamed and shunned even further. Only weak Arcanea allow themselves to be possessed.”

      “That’s bullshit!” Emma exploded for the first time that day. She stormed at me. “You’re not weak, Ethan! You let your guard down for two seconds, and a monster took advantage! That isn’t weakness.”

      “Pardon me, but the Circle won’t see it that way. Neither will the people,” I said quietly. “Emma, we might not be together anymore, but in the eyes of Arcanean law, we’re still mated. What falls on me falls on you. And I refuse to cause any more pain and embarrassment to you than I already have.”

      Emma’s cheeks burned. “I’m not embarrassed of you for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “You don’t get it, Em. People will say you failed to protect your shifter. That you’re an incompetent sorceress,” Kiara pleaded. “Losing the Contest was strike one. Now that this has happened, you’ll have lost your last chance to prove yourself as a Marked. The fae will run you out of town.”

      “Let them!” Emma shouted. “I don’t give a shit what anyone thinks, so long as Ethan is okay!”

      I stared at her for a moment. The surrounding silence was deafening. “Would the rest of you mind giving Emma and I some privacy?”

      I didn’t have to ask twice. The room cleared out, as if our friends wanted to escape the suffocating atmosphere that was closing in around Emma and I. Once they were gone, Emma paced around the room. Her steps landed heavily upon the hardwood.

      Being alone with her— it was agonizing. The beating of my broken heart against my chest made me want to rip it out and stomp all over it. Gods, I needed to get this over with quickly.

      “What kind of sick society discourages people from getting help?” Emma snarled. “I don’t care if I’m outcasted—”

      “You can’t be. You’re the Worldweaver. You have a responsibility to Malovia and its people. Something that goes beyond me,” I said. “If you’re chased out of the country, you can’t attend Arcanea University, and you can’t find the stones. What will you do then?”

      Emma stopped pacing, and chewed on her lip. “But don’t you see? It wasn’t you who did all those horrible things last semester. You’re not the one who stabbed me. It was the demon.”

      My stomach clenched in guilt, thinking of the way the Phantom had run the White Rose through, on the rooftop of the palace that night of the masquerade. “It was me, Emma,” I said gently. “The leshane made the suggestion, put the idea in my head, but it was I who made the final choice. I was the one who killed those cultists without mercy, not him. The demon can make me angry, influence my emotions, but he can’t force me to act upon them. The guilt falls on me alone.”

      Emma’s teeth gnashed. “You have to hold on. You have to fight this, cling to your beliefs so we can cast this demon out!”

      “You don’t understand. I’m not sure what my beliefs are anymore,” I stated. “The leshane has twisted them so harshly it’s difficult to understand what’s right and what’s wrong. I can no longer tell where my opinion ends and his begins.”

      “That can’t be true. You have unbendable morals. Beliefs in things like patriotism, and freedom.”

      “Yes. I believe in freedom, above all things. Though there was a point I never believed you had to kill in order to obtain it. The leshane changed my mind about that.”

      Emma tapped her shoe in thought. “Last semester you said preserving freedom is more important than saving lives. I knew that wasn’t you. You don’t think that way.”

      “Do I not?” I questioned. “I’m unsure. The leshane took that belief in freedom and twisted it to his own desires. He can do that with anything— even my love for you.”

      Emma winced when I admitted I still loved her… but I wouldn’t lie. It was still the truth.

      But she didn’t say she loved me back, and that hurt. “You say you don’t know who you are, but I know you, Ethan. You’re my mate. I know who you are at the core.”

      “You might not, onawilke. We didn’t meet each other until after I was already possessed,” I said. “What if I’m not the person you think I am? What if you fell for the leshane?”

      To be honest, that was what I was most terrified of.

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Please, Ethan. My judgement isn’t that awful.”

      “But the demon is a trickster. A master of fae magic. He could’ve—”

      “Don’t say it. I won’t believe it.” She ran a few fingers through her fiery mane and added, “There has to be something keeping you anchored. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have lasted this long.”

      “Our bond is the only thing keeping him at bay. The magic that ties us together is strong. He can’t override it unless the bond is rejected.”

      I paused. “Though… it weakened greatly when I chose the Phantom over you last semester.”

      Emma scowled. Gods, the look she gave me could melt iron. I hated bringing that up, but what other choice did I have?

      “I don’t get what you want,” she began. “Ethan, there was more to us breaking up than just this demon, or you being the Phantom. It’s about who you are.”

      She shook slightly. “Your country will always come before me. I’ll never stop being the sacrifice. You’re not just being noble. You’re obsessed. I’m not sure if our relationship will ever work, because you’re not willing to put me first. If it comes down to it, you’ll always choose Malovia over me.”

      “I understand that. It’s something I put a great deal of thought into over the past few months.”

      “Okay, so you want to start dating again?” she asked sarcastically. “After everything that’s happened?”

      “No, Emma. I don’t.”

      Her mouth dropped open in shock. Tears sprang to her eyes— because even though she wasn’t ready to enter into a commitment with me again, she wasn’t expecting that answer.

      She must’ve shoved her pain down, because her tone turned hateful. “So what are you saying? You don’t want me back?”

      The wolf inside me whimpered in pain. “Of course I want you back, Emma, but…”

      I took a shaky breath. “This demon is dangerous. I don’t want to hurt you again, like I did the night of…”

      Her face darkened, and I trailed off. “Well. You know what happened.”

      “I’m not going to keep my distance from you. Regardless of whether we’re together or not, we’re still friends,” she insisted.

      “But we can’t get back together. Not like this.” I threw my arms wide. “Look at me, Emma. I’m a mess. I’m in no state to be with anyone. Especially not someone I never deserved in the first place.”

      It was then she started to fall apart. She reached out for me, trying to bridge the gap between us. “Ethan, I love you, I—”

      I grabbed her wrists, to hold her back. Her touching me was something I could no longer bear, because once she did, I’d collapse at her feet. “Emma, if this demon gets his hold on me, I’m not coming back. Once that happens, he can use me to hurt you through the magic that connects us. You have to swear to me you’ll break our bond. Refuse my offer as your mate, so you can save yourself.”

      She wrenched away violently, injured by my rejection. “I’m not keeping that promise.”

      “You have to. Onawilke, I’m begging.”

      Her eyes flickered, considering the option. I could tell the moment her mind shoved it away. “I’m not giving up on you,” she said. “We’ll find a way out of this.”

      “It’s not your job to save me. Women aren’t rehabilitation centers for broken men, onawilke. And Emma, I’m broken. Let me go.”

      “I’m not going to save you. I’m going to help you save yourself,” she said firmly. “We may never be together again. I’m not sure if I want you anymore.”

      I felt the bond between us blaze as she added, “But by the life of the gods, I will not let you die.”

      She shoved me away and stormed past. Once her presence deserted me, the light in my life left and the darkness swarmed in, covering my spirit in a heavy shroud of despair. It was like once she walked out, the demon walked in.

      The leshane was oddly quiet. I jumped at the chance to get a few more seconds of reprieve, some peace. I’d had none in the passing months.

      Finally, the monster spoke. She’s not willing to give you up, he said. A game of tug-of-war. It’ll be fun to see who loses.

      My lips twisted into a snarl as the leshane fell silent. I refused to allow this demon to toy with her. Emma was off-limits. He would not touch my mate.

      I would rather die first. But I wouldn’t go down without one hell of a fight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      I’d never thought I’d feel so numb in all my life. But that was the consequence of losing your mate.

      It was warm for fall in Malovia, but that didn’t stop the chill that permeated my heart as I walked the halls of Arcanea University. The entire summer had felt like winter within me. Everything was so bitter and dead inside.

      I’d had hope. I thought that after a few months apart, Ethan might’ve come to his senses, and we could work things out.

      Then he dropped a bomb by telling me he was possessed, and he had no intention of getting back together with me ever again. Boom. There he went again, obliterating my love for him in one giant blast.

      The situation was worse than I thought. If we didn’t get rid of this demon, there wouldn’t be an Ethan left anymore.

      There’d only be the leshane.

      I tried to knock myself out of it. I couldn’t think that way. Whether Ethan and I were destined to be together, or whether we were broken up for good, I couldn’t allow him to suffer that way. I might not be his girlfriend any longer, or his fiancé, but I still loved him.

      I’d mused all summer if I should break our bond or not, going back and forth on the choice. It was clear now wasn’t the right time to make that decision. Our bond was the only thing keeping Ethan tethered to reality. Once I broke it, the demon would take over… and he’d be gone.

      To be honest, I resented that. If Ethan and I weren’t meant to be, I wanted to break our bond and move on. I didn’t want to cling to a relationship that wasn’t going anywhere.

      But this bastard demon wasn’t giving me that chance. Ethan needed me.

      Yet I needed to work on myself, too. The events of the past year barely had me knowing who I was anymore. I couldn’t help Ethan if I was lost myself.

      And I was definitely missing who I used to be.

      Delmare, Odette, and Kiara were hunched over a magazine in the corner of the Rec Room. None of us were in our school uniforms— it was the weekend, so we weren’t required to wear them. I felt relief when I saw them; no matter what happened between Ethan and I, they’d always be my friends.

      “What are you guys reading?” I asked as I approached. They all looked up at once. Odette peeped and scrambled to hide the magazine behind her back.

      “Uh… nothing,” she stammered, before giving a very unconvincing smile.

      I reached for the paper. Delmare tried to hold me back from it, but I was able to rip it out of Odette’s grasp before anyone could stop me.

      It was a Malovian tabloid, one famous for stalking the royal family. On the front cover blazed the headline, Royal Breakup! Are Prince Ethan and Emmaline Sosna No Longer Mated?

      Beneath the headline were pictures of Ethan and I. On the left side was a photo of us last semester, cozied up at the ballet we’d gone to together. On the right, a separate picture of Ethan and I walking apart from one another blazed. It’d been taken the day we got back to school. We obviously looked pissed.

      I rifled through the pages to find the main story. I scanned the article. One quote stuck out in particular. According to a royal insider, Prince Ethan Nowak and commoner Emmaline Sosna broke off their engagement sometime in the spring. The division is an unexpected blow to the royal family. The insider believes the prince ended the relationship after reconciliations to get over the devastating loss of the King’s Contest failed.

      I scoffed. Who the fuck was this royal insider? I certainly didn’t know them. I bet the reporter was making stuff up… but they were right. Ethan and I weren’t a thing anymore. And the press had caught on to that.

      Of course they were blaming me. Nobody had any idea that I was the one who’d left Ethan, not the other way around, and it was because the guy couldn’t get over his fascination of running around in tights.

      I skimmed the rest of the article. It was a bunch of hearsay and bullshit, but the one thing they’d gotten right was Ethan and I were no longer together.

      “How’d they find out about this?” I waved the magazine in the air. “Did somebody tell them?”

      “We didn’t say anything, Emma, honest,” Kiara swore. “But the paparazzi have spies everywhere. Everyone at school knows you’ve broken up by now. You two haven’t exactly been acting cozy since you got back, and people have noticed.”

      I glanced around the room. Melissa and Morgan were smirking at me from beside the fireplace. Morgan had a brand-new designer purse at her side, and was shuffling through another copy of the magazine with glee.

      I bet Morgan was the one who’d gone to the press about Ethan and I. That big paycheck the tabloid had given her for the story probably paid for her new purse. I knew I was right by the smug look on her face.

      I tossed the magazine in the trash. “Whatever. I don’t care. The whole world can know Ethan and I broke up. News was going to come out eventually.”

      Kiara scowled. “I’m worried about you, Emma. Losing your mate is a big blow to your status. You won’t be respected as an Arcanea.”

      “Big deal. It’s not like my reputation can sink any lower.” Anger at the article burned in my throat. This was the part I hated about being connected to a royal. Everyone made your life their business. I was just a puppet for the public’s entertainment.

      Maybe Ethan was right about not going to the high priestesses. If a breakup was considered humiliating in the fae world, being possessed was probably unforgivable.

      “Are you all right, Emma?” Odette blinked. “I worried the cut on your side wouldn’t heal.”

      “It’s all good.” I lifted my shirt to show them the scar. It was a slight pink line now, and fully healed, but sometimes it was still sore when I moved in the wrong way. The girls frowned when they saw it. It was like a permanent reminder of Ethan’s betrayal, so I fucking hated the thing.

      I’d had to take two months off of skating in order to fix the wound. I’d only just gotten back on the ice recently, and had to re-learn nearly everything I’d been practicing last semester.

      The reset had done me good, though. I’d been shit at the start of the year, and after taking some time off, my jumps were higher and my spins were faster. I felt confident I had a chance at the podium in the big competition coming up this fall. In a fucked up way, Ethan had actually forced me to rest, which is what I’d needed most of all.

      In the meantime, I’d been working on translating the grimoire all summer. The skating camp I’d gone to hadn’t taken place until August, and I was off the ice since then. After getting back from Poland, I’d spent most of my time in a vacation cabin in Upper Michigan practicing dark magic.

      I hadn’t gotten very far. I’d been too cautious to experiment with Unseelie magic alone, and I knew if my mother found out I’d been messing with it, she’d flip a nut on me. She hated the Unseelie. I’d had to keep the grimoire a secret while we were vacationing. Half the book was translated now, but I hadn’t dared to practice a single spell.

      I nudged Odette. “Hey, why don’t we practice some spells in the grimoire? I’ve been looking forward to it all summer.”

      “It’ll certainly take your mind off things,” Delmare said. “The alchemy classroom is open. Let’s go.”

      We hurried off to the empty classroom. Kiara locked it once we got inside, and I took the grimoire out of my bag, along with a leather notebook I’d been using to write down the translations. “There’s a spell I’ve wanted to try,” I began. “It might be useful for locating the next stone. It says it’s a spell for finding what your heart desires most.”

      I couldn’t imagine anything I wanted more than uniting the Crystals of Harmony and saving the fae. This location illusion might give us the direction we needed.

      “What do you need?” Kiara began rummaging through the cupboards. Unseelie magic pulled from objects that weren’t your own magic, and as such, you usually always needed items to perform it.

      “One flower, preferably a rose, but any will do,” I said. “And a dagger.”

      Kiara took out a cypress vine and handed it to me, along with a small knife for cutting up alchemy ingredients. I put the vine on one of the alchemy desks and held the knife before my thumb.

      “What are you doing with that?” Odette had gone pale.

      “The spell requires my own blood.” I ignored the pain as the tip of the knife pierced my thumb. I only pricked it just enough that a few drops fell onto the cypress vine. I wrapped my hand around the vine and said, “You girls might want to stand back.”

      Delmare, Odette and Kiara took a few steps away. I took a deep breath and began to recite, “Fae ancestors of the briar, lead me to my heart’s—”

      I didn’t finish the sentence. Magic electrified in my hands, and the vine exploded. I was thrown backward by the force of the blast. I tumbled into a few desks and chairs, knocking them over as I painfully slammed against the wall. One deck smacked against my scarred side, and I cried out, tears rising to my eyes. I slumped down the wall, feeling bruises form along my hips and legs. I’d twisted my shoulder, and damn, it hurt.

      “Emma!” The girls rushed toward me. The room was so full of smoke that I coughed at the residue floating through the air. The vine had been reduced to ashes.

      As they knelt beside me, the door blew open, the lock torn off its hinges. I thought it was a teacher come to lecture us, but my stomach dropped when I saw Ethan standing in the doorway.

      The girls launched themselves out of the way as he strode to me. He fell to his knees, chest heaving, as he took my chin in his hand to look me over. His eyes darkened at the chairs and desks that were scattered all over the room from my fall.

      “What the hell are you doing, Emma?” I thought it was the demon in him, but no— I could tell when Ethan was speaking and when the leshane was, and it was my mate that was pissed at me. His eyes burned with worry and fear.

      I wrenched myself out of his grasp. “I’m fine. Leave me alone.”

      “You were playing with that damn grimoire again, weren’t you?” His voice thundered with anger. “I thought I told you not to go messing around with Unseelie magic!”

      “You don’t control me!” I pushed him away as I struggled to get to my feet. I shuffled to the grimoire, which had been tossed across the room in the explosion.

      Ethan saw me limping, and his gaze flashed. He got to the grimoire before I did. “This thing needs to be destroyed. You’re going to get seriously hurt.”

      “No!” I flung out my hand. Ethan was blown back by the force of my illusion shield as I tossed it into him. He hit the wall, and the grimoire soared out of his hands. Kiara caught it and hugged it to her chest, like it was a priceless treasure we couldn’t afford to lose.

      Ethan’s breathing was ragged. For a moment, his eyes glowed red. I saw the leshane in him, and was terrified as the monster took a few steps toward me with deadly intent.

      Then, Ethan shook his head, and the redness in his eyes faded. His stare glowered as he forced himself to calm down. “You keep dabbling in things you shouldn’t be, there’s going to be permanent consequences.”

      “Why are you even here? This is my business!” I burst.

      “I felt the blowback of the spell through our bond the moment you performed it. It brought me to my knees,” Ethan hissed. “I came running because I thought you were dead.”

      I let out a cold laugh. “Isn’t that what you wanted last semester?”

      I’d struck a nerve. I heard a wolfish growl in Ethan’s throat, and I wondered if I pushed too far.

      Then he turned away from me. “You should be thanking me. If you weren’t bonded to me, you would’ve taken the full brunt of the blow, and you’d be dead,” he snapped. “Be glad I was there to take some of the pain.”

      My throat clenched up. He was right. Alone, sorceresses were weak, but when they had their mates, they were strong. I couldn’t wield such powerful magic on my own. The bond just didn’t protect Ethan. It protected me, too.

      “Ethan, you need to get the fuck out of here,” Delmare shot at him. “You’re not helping anyone.”

      Ethan huffed. “Seems to be a talent of mine.”

      He stormed out. The door slammed behind him, and I cringed at the sound. It resonated within me in a way that hurt.

      Odette fidgeted and kept her gaze on the ground. Her eyes blurred with tears.

      Fuck, Ethan had upset Odette. I was going to throttle the bastard.

      “It’s okay, Odette,” I said softly. “Ethan’s just being a jackass.” Like fucking always.

      “I don’t like it when he yells at you, Emma,” Odette whimpered. “I know he cares, but he’s out of control.”

      Odette had a point. How could I think of being with Ethan when he was like this? He was concerned about me, because I’d almost gotten hurt, so he had a reason to be upset. But him constantly being on the brink of losing it wasn’t just annoying, it was exhausting to deal with.

      “Emma, you need to take this.” Kiara procured a healing potion from her bag. She gave it to me, and I drank it in two gulps. It made my eyes water, but I felt the soreness from the bruises slowly ebb away as the magical herbs began to restore my injuries.

      Delmare was looking at the translation notes. “Emma, the grimoire specifically says this spell is for advanced sorceresses only,” she said. “That’s past graduation. You’re barely at Second Year level.”

      “I had to try!” I flung the glass vial of the healing potion down, and it shattered on the floor. “We have two years to find the Crystals of Harmony before everything goes up in smoke. If we don’t find those stones and open up the portal to Edinmyre before then, all the fae turn to dust. We don’t have time to waste!”

      “It’s going to be for nothing if you kill yourself before then,” Delmare said scathingly. “Be a little patient. We’ll find them.”

      I crossed my arms and simmered. Patience was never one of my strong suits, and this was a major problem. We had the wolven stone and the dragon stone already, but there were four more stones to locate. Time wasn’t on our side, and I feared I wouldn’t be powerful enough in two years’ time to stop the portal from closing once the hourglass ran out.

      “That spell is just too strong, Emma. You’re going to have to try again when you become a more advanced sorceress,” Kiara said. “We’ll find the stones a different way.”

      Rage flared within me. I didn’t have time to wait to be a better sorceress. I needed to find the stones now.

      I just wanted a break. From this world. From everyone. I worried that if I stayed here, I’d yell at my friends out of frustration, and they didn’t deserve that. I couldn’t treat them badly just because I had a bad day. It wasn’t their fault we were on a deadline and Ethan was being a prick. If I wasn’t in control of my emotions, I shouldn’t be around them.

      I grabbed the grimoire from Kiara, and the journal from Delmare. “Just give me some space, guys. I’ve gotta chill out.” I flung my bag over my shoulder and ran out of the alchemy lab, before they could stop me.

      I wasn’t sure where I was going, only that I wanted to be alone. I wandered around campus by myself. It only made my mood worse, and I wasn’t sure why— until the answer hit me like a dump truck as I was walking through the campus gardens.

      There were couples everywhere. People were making out in corners of the castle and messing around behind the sculptures in the gardens. Wherever I looked, fae were either hooking up or going on dates. I knew the whole point of being a fae was to find your soulmate, but it was more than a little ridiculous.

      I felt a wave of nausea as I watched an alicorn couple suck face by the gates. Gods, wasn’t there a damn person at this university who wasn’t blissfully in love? It was like everyone was rubbing my breakup in my face. I couldn’t remember this many couples last year on campus. Was I just noticing now because they cherished what I had lost?

      School was obviously the wrong place to change my mindset. I didn’t know where else to go. The forest wasn’t safe, as it was full of monsters. I could go into Dolinska, but I’d more or less face the same problem with all the old people, and that’d be even grosser.

      “Excuse me, do you have a minute?”

      A stranger’s voice behind me caused me to turn. I was face to face with a sheepish boy with a mane of messy red hair. He had large glasses, which hid his green eyes, and he was taller than me by a few inches. He spoke with a slight Irish accent— unusual for an Arcanea.

      Behind him was a beautiful girl, with silver hair and crystalline eyes. She was so gorgeous to look at that a shudder ran through me at her appearance. I saw the wolven mark on her hand. She and the redhead had to be a part of my Faction.

      “My mate and I were playing a game with our friends,” he began. “We have an uneven number, and are looking for someone to sub in.”

      He thumbed behind him, to a couple of boys in the distance. They waved, and I had to suppress a scowl. The last thing I felt like doing was hanging with a bunch of randos.

      “Um… I’m sorry, I’m not really in the mood,” I began.

      “Come on. Just one game.” The redhead flashed a smile at me, and the kindly look his mate gave in response made me want to cave.

      “Lay off the poor lass. If she doesn’t want to play, we’ll smoke you outnumbered.”

      Another voice caught my attention. An auburn haired wolven boy towered beside me. He had brawny shoulders, and a trimmed beard peppering his chin. The way he held himself was noble, and… dare I say it… sexy.

      His accent was Scottish. Another foreigner— like me, I supposed. It was nice to know I wasn’t the only student who transferred into Arcanea University from another country.

      When the stranger gave me a wink, my mood uplifted, and I said, “Sure. What are we playing?”

      “Fae ball.” The redhead conjured a glowing yellow light in his palm. “It’s like volleyball, but more fun. I’m Arthur. My mate is Vara, and Scottie McHots over here is Finlay.”

      “You wish you could be as sexy as me,” Finlay purred, and my insides fluttered.

      “Emma,” I said. “But I bet you knew that already.” Everyone knew who I was, due to my connection to Ethan.

      “We don’t pay much attention to the papers,” Vara said. Her voice was full of light, and mature. It soothed me to listen to her talk. “We just thought you looked like an athlete.”

      “Well, I am one.” I followed Arthur to the nearby court. There was a net set up at the edge of the gardens. On the court were two boys— a dragon shifter, who was smaller than I was, and a tall alicorn. They stood on opposite sides of the net and bounced a glowing ball of light back and forth, like they would a volleyball. The alicorn looked a little familiar to me, but I couldn’t place where I’d seen him before.

      “I’m gonna get it, Jasper!” The little dragon jumped up and did a spike, but the alicorn hit it back, and the dragon shifter went scrambling to catch it.

      “You’re going to fall on your face, Ozzie.” Jasper laughed as he watched Ozzie rush to the other side of the court, and trip. The ball of light fizzled out once it hit the ground, and Ozzie let out a sad groan.

      Ozzie and Jasper sounded Malovian through and through. They’d grown up here. Arthur and Vara took Jasper’s side, and Arthur pointed at me.

      “Emma, you’re with Ozzie and Finlay,” he said. “The rules of the game are just like volleyball, with a little fae magic. You’ll figure it out as you go.”

      Finlay wiggled his eyebrows at me and gave a devilish smile. Butterflies zoomed in my gut, and I forced my gaze forward. Okay, so I was on a team with the guy who’d look cute as all hell in a kilt. I hoped I could keep my eyes on the ball.

      Arthur tossed the ball of light into the air, and hit it. It soared directly to me. I brought my arm back to return it, but unexpectedly, the ball whizzed to the side. My jaw dropped open as the ball flew in front of Finlay, and he hit it back.

      Finlay let out a deep laugh. “You can use your magic to manipulate the ball,” he said. “That’s what makes it fun.”

      A smile spread across my face. “You thought it’d be funny to steal the ball away from me?”

      “I thought it’d be funny to see your reaction,” he teased. He nudged my side, and a small jolt went through me at his touch.

      Arthur hit the ball back with his telepathy powers. Ozzie scrambled to get it, but he wasn’t very good at sports, apparently, because he tripped again and let it drop. The other side cheered, a point scored for them.

      “Okay, let’s show them what we’re made of.” I wiped my hands on my shorts and conjured a blue ball of light. I used it to hit the ball with all my might, where it sailed to the other side. Vara manipulated the ball with her magic so Arthur could hit it back, but the spike was weak, and the ball slammed against the net and rebounded. Ozzie, Finlay and I cheered.

      “Good one, Emma!” Finlay gave me a high-five. When our hands connected, my skin tingled again. Finlay smacked the ball back as Arthur served another spike, and I’d be lying if I said the way his muscles bulged out of his shirt when he struck the ball didn’t turn me on.

      A feeling of guilt overcame me at the sensation, but I forced the feeling away. I could look at other guys now. Hell, I could flirt with them. I was mated to Ethan, but we weren’t together anymore. It wasn’t betraying him to be interested in another guy, for crying out loud. We’d been broken up for months, and I was just as devastated as I’d been the day we’d split up.

      I was sick of it. I didn’t want to feel like this any longer. If the only way to get over Ethan was to hook up with another guy, then I was looking at the menu.

      Jasper was hitting the ball with his battle magic, while Ozzie bounced the ball off his shield. Their magic seemed equal, so neither one of them were able to overpower the other to make a magical spike. I stole the ball from both of them with my magic— their mouths gaped open as I yanked the ball in front of me and hit it back, jumping over the net and performing a strike that Vara and Arthur couldn’t save.

      Everyone erupted into astounded cheers. “That was incredible!” Finlay boomed. “I knew you had it in you. It’s the fiery red hair.”

      “Then why isn’t Arthur pulling his weight?” Jasper cracked.

      Arthur sent him the finger. Arthur wasn’t very good at sports, either, but he seemed to enjoy playing them. He nearly got the ball to the face during the last play. He’d fallen backward, and Vara had to catch him with a laugh.

      Vara gave a knowing smile. “She certainly knows how to win.”

      Arthur frowned. “Damn. We should’ve put Emma on our team.”

      “Hey, we have Ozzie. He’s practically a handicap,” Finlay joked.

      Ozzie scrunched up his face. “That’s not very nice.”

      “I’m joking, kiddo. I’ll put you on my shoulders next time, so you can reach the ball,” Finlay replied.

      My lips twitched, and Arthur and Vara doubled over laughing. But Jasper frowned and said, “Lighten up, Fin. Don’t be such an ass.”

      But Ozzie let out a little giggle. “It’s fine, Jas. Let’s play.”

      We played a few more rounds, but with Finlay and I on the same team, we eventually got far ahead of the other team. I took pity on poor Ozzie and let him score the final point. When he got the ball past Jasper (who I was sure let him have it) he cheered dramatically and threw his arms over the top of his head, dancing around like he won the freaking Super Bowl.

      Jasper ran around the net. He wrapped his arms around Ozzie and spun him around. They fell in a heap to the grass, laughing hysterically.

      “You two are so darling.” Vara stood above them, her hands on her hips as she beamed down.

      Ozzie gave the cutest smile and said, “You think I’m darling? I’ve always wanted to be darling.”

      “You’re a lot more than that.” Jasper got up and helped Ozzie to his feet. They kept their hands grasped, for a few moments longer than I expected. When they noticed me watching, Jasper quickly dropped his hold on Ozzie and stepped away.

      “You play a mean game of fae ball,” Finlay said to me. “What exactly is it that you do?”

      “Figure skating,” I replied. “I’ll be in the Malovian Figure Skating Championships this fall in the Ladies Free Skate.”

      Jasper immediately lit up. “No way. I’m competing in the Men’s Free Skate as well.”

      Now I knew where Jasper looked familiar. I’d seen him a few times during practice at the rink. “I know you! Your quad jumps are fantastic.”

      “Thanks.” Jasper scratched the back of his head, a bit bashful. “I’ve seen your short program, and it’s brilliant. But you have a new long, don’t you? You just started working on it.”

      “That I have.” I’d changed my long program music over the summer, from Swan Lake to Romeo and Juliet. Ethan’s and I’s song… A Time For Us.

      Yeah. Because I loved torturing myself, apparently.

      Arthur waved us over. “Let’s take a load off, guys. My grandparents packed us lunch.”

      We sat on a blanket Arthur laid out for us. I didn’t want to be weird and sit with them— I wasn’t exactly their friend— but it felt awkward not to, so I sat between Finlay and Ozzie and took a lemonade when Arthur handed it out to me. He began distributing egg salad sandwiches, which looked amazing but I knew I couldn’t eat one.

      “We have extras.” Arthur offered me a sandwich, but I turned it down.

      “No thanks,” I said. “I’ve got food allergies.”

      “Bummer.” He gave the extras to Ozzie, who inhaled it like it was his last meal. He rubbed his stomach happily, and I noticed the fond look at him that Jasper snuck.

      “You said your grandparents packed your lunch. Do you have family nearby?” I asked.

      “Somewhat. My dad died when I was young, and my mother abandoned me as a child,” Arthur said. “I lived with my grandparents in Ireland until they moved to Malovia last year, when I started university. My dad is buried out by the old graveyard near the hills.”

      “I know the place. It’s pretty deserted,” I said, recalling the difficult day when Ethan and I had visited my father’s tombstone.

      Arthur looked down. “Yeah. I’ve been trying to work up the courage to go out there and visit, but it’s… hard.”

      I frowned. “I’m sorry to hear that. My dad died when I was a kid, too, so I know how it feels. My father is buried in the same cemetery. It wasn’t easy going to his grave for the first time.”

      Arthur shrugged. “Hey, I didn’t know my parents. It sucks, but my grandparents are wicked awesome. They made up for not having a traditional family.”

      “So what are you studying?” I desperately wanted to talk about anything that wasn’t heavy, and my dead dad was one of those subjects I avoided at all costs.

      “Fae History,” Arthur replied. “I’m fascinated by ancient lore. It really gets me.”

      “He’s a big nerd,” Finlay teased. Arthur punched him in the shoulder, which Finlay rubbed off with a laugh.

      “And what are you studying that’s better?” I raised an eyebrow at Finlay, and oohs went up around the circle.

      He gave a roguish grin. “Pack Communications. I’m looking for a leadership position in the wolven Faction.”

      “That’s fuck boy speak for he wants to lead around a bunch of brutes,” Jasper offered. Finlay chuckled as he nodded in agreement.

      “What about you, Vara?” I asked.  She’d been awfully quiet this entire time, and I didn’t want to be rude and accidentally disclude her.

      “International Studies. I love learning about the world,” Vara said. “Though I have an interest in Journalism as well. I work part-time as a student reporter for The Annual Arcanea.”

      “I’m majoring in International Studies, too.” It’d be nice to have someone I knew in my classes.

      “I prefer to observe.” Vara shrugged. “It’s interesting to look at people who’ve grown up in societies with different perspectives than yours.”

      “I’ve always thought so. Diversity is what makes the world wonderful.”

      “Exactly.” Vara bit into an apple. “It’s probably the most captivating thing about life, realizing everyone’s unique, but at our core, we’re all the same.”

      Vara was cool. She and I clicked instantly. She’d be a great study partner.

      “I just want to make cupcakes. Opening up a bakery would be fun!” Ozzie burst. “I want to make all kinds of muffins with magical enchantments in them. I brought some today, see?”

      Ozzie reached into his backpack. He offered me a pink cupcake in a plastic bag, and said, “It’s gluten-free, vegan, and has no preservatives. Wait until you see the surprise!”

      Thank the gods, I could finally eat something someone had handed me. I unwrapped the cupcake and bit into it. Once I did, I tasted fresh strawberries. The garden transformed into a lovely strawberry field that spanned underneath a clear blue sky. I felt the heat of the sun as summer unfolded around me, and I smelled the scent of the fresh berries blooming in the air.

      The illusion was brilliant. Once I finished the cupcake, the illusion faded away, and the gardens came back into view once again.

      “You have a talent, Ozzie,” I said. “That was a strong illusion.”

      “I’m only good with food.” He scowled. “If you can’t taste my illusions, I’m useless at any other spells.”

      Ozzie nudged Jasper. “Not like Jas. He’s a great illusionist.”

      Jasper shrugged. “My parents forced me to come here. I would’ve just concentrated on skating, but you and I know that’s not a stable career. I break my ankle and it’s all over. I picked Sports Management because it’s easy.”

      “We can open up a gym slash bakery, won’t we, Jas?” Ozzie asked. “People will get fat off my cupcakes, then need your gym, then want a cupcake and get fat again, and we’ll make millions!”

      I laughed. Okay, Ozzie was kind of dumb, but he made up for it by being totally adorable.

      Jasper ruffled Ozzie’s hair. “I’m sure that’s exactly what the future will look like.”

      “So where’s your famous man?” Finlay took a sip of lemonade and gave me some side-eye. “You’re rarely around campus without the prince.”

      He was trying to find out if I was single. I didn’t know if I liked that or not. “I… uh… don’t know if you’ve noticed, but it didn’t work out.”

      “That’s a shame.” Arthur frowned and looked at Vara. “I couldn’t imagine leaving my mate, but you’ve gotta do what you’ve gotta do.”

      Finlay didn’t look like he thought it was a shame. He leaned closer to me and said, “My apologies. It must be heartbreaking, but do know there are better options.”

      Vara rolled her eyes. “You’re unbelievable.”

      “Sometimes I wonder if I made the right choice.” The words came out unexpectedly. I didn’t want to share my feelings with these random strangers, but right then, I felt like I had to tell someone. With the demon, and what Ethan and I had shared before, it was hard to know if giving up on us was the best choice I could make. You only got one true mate— one soulmate. A fae could love again, but they’d never have that kind of special connection with anyone else. I knew if Ethan and I were done for good, that was it. Our magic would be undone, and I’d never bond with another shifter. Could I really let that go?

      Vara’s voice was kind. “Whatever choice you made will lead you on the best path for yourself,” she said. “Trust that whatever happened in the past, it’ll bring you to the future you need. Even if it’s not the one you wanted.”

      Her words brought me some comfort. I was so relieved they weren’t judging me for breaking up with Ethan. Any other Arcanea would be appalled.

      I wasn’t very good at making friends, but I’d fallen into this group easily. They couldn’t replace my main group, but having people in my life who weren’t involved in this save-the-world nonsense was honestly a getaway from it all. It made me feel like a normal college girl.

      Finlay gave a boorish noise. “Well, I don’t expect you to be lonely too long,” he said. “You’re a pretty lass. Any wolf in his right mind would hurry to gobble you up.”

      “Thanks.” I played with the cupcake wrapper. “Though I’m kind of an outcast. It’s weird to think another wolf would want to be saddled with me.”

      “Nonsense. The prince was insane to let you go,” Finlay continued, and he puffed out his chest. “I’d make sure to appreciate a girl like you.”

      Arthur gave a skeptical noise. “You’re laying it on a bit thick.”

      “Options, Arthur.” Finlay gave another roguish smile, and it was so charming my panties nearly came off by themselves.

      Finlay was so different from Ethan. He was loud, cocky, and outgoing. Everything my mate wasn’t.

      Maybe that’s why it was easy to attach myself to him. He didn’t remind me of my former prince charming. The last thing I wanted was a rebound relationship, but at the same time, I was lonely. I didn’t know if Ethan was ever coming back… or if I could rescue him from the demon that haunted his soul.

      Finlay wasn’t exactly my second option, or a distraction, but he was a friend. A friend who was nice to look at. It might be interesting to explore what he had to offer.

      Maybe he could help me forget about what I’d lost.
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      My first day of class on September seventh felt like the worst day of my life.

      You haven’t experienced suffering yet, Nowak.

      I walked to Fae Deception with my head down. This class was all about learning the trickery of our ancestors, and applying it to our modernized lives. I’d been looking forward to this class last semester, but I wasn’t anymore. Nothing could get me excited about what lay before me, because as far as I was concerned, I no longer had a future.

      You’re right about that.

      The leshane curled against my insides as the morning breeze ruffled the curtains in one of the grand hallways. Stefan was talking to Alexei by a banner of an alicorn— he saw me walking by and ran over.

      “Ethan, where the hell have you been?” he hissed. “It’d be nice if you showed your face every once in a while.”

      I’d been avoiding him ever since I’d confessed about my possession a week ago. I felt too humiliated to face him.

      Stefan took my silence as irritation and frowned. “Look, I know the situation seems dire. But you and I have gotten out of scraps before. This one’s no different.”

      “We need to stop fooling ourselves,” I said roughly. I ducked into a deserted corridor. Stefan followed, his broad frame blocking out the curious eyes that trailed me as I ducked into the shadows, away from the glistening sunrise.

      I dropped my voice. “I’ve never known a shifter who’s escaped a demon once it has its hold on them. You haven’t either.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’ll be the first,” Stefan said, with the utmost confidence.

      “I’m merely attending school to keep up appearances,” I said tiredly. “I’m planning to ride it out until the very end. To avoid causing speculation.”

      “And what is that supposed to mean?” His voice grew harsh.

      “Stefan, if this demon takes over, you have to end my life.”

      Stefan physically recoiled. “No! I’m not doing that to you!”

      “You know as well as I do the leshane wants blood. It won’t be satisfied with taking over me, and the first person he’ll go after will be Emma. Then it’ll be our friends, and all of Dolinska after. I won’t become a monster.” A greater monster than I already was, anyway.

      Stefan’s expression soured. “I’d be executed myself for killing the prince.”

      “You can make it look like an accident, so my honor is maintained and your innocence holds true. It wouldn’t be unusual for a cripple like me to be slain by some rogue monster in the woods.”

      “Are you even listening to yourself?” Stefan smacked his forehead. “You’re giving up when there might be a way out of this!”

      “If people discover I’m possessed, Emma’s reputation is done. She’ll be outcasted from Arcanean society and banished from Malovia. That makes her vulnerable. She needs to stay at the university, to learn how to become the Worldweaver and find the crystals. Nothing is more important than that.” My voice was firm. I’d already made up my mind.

      “I’m not going to kill my best friend,” Stefan growled. “So if you’re asking me to, the answer is no.”

      “And if I go after your mate? What will you do then?”

      A muscle in Stefan’s jaw worked. Regardless of our brotherly bond, Stefan would kill me if I attacked Delmare. He wouldn’t hesitate.

      Stefan’s shoulders dropped. “We haven’t gotten that far yet. Take it one step at a time.”

      “I’ve already been possessed for over a year. It won’t be much longer until the demon takes over.” My voice grew more frustrated with every word.

      “Don’t talk like that,” Stefan snapped. “We’ll find a way through.”

      “This isn’t a request from a friend. It’s an order from your prince. And you’d do well to obey it, before someone gets hurt.”

      His expression hardened. “If it comes to it, I’ll do what needs to be done. But I won’t allow you to sacrifice yourself until we’ve exhausted every possible option. So stop talking about it.”

      Stefan turned on his heel and marched away from me before I could get another word in.

      The leshane chuckled inside of me. If you think your friends are going to get you out of this, you’re sorely mistaken, he hissed. They don’t have the stomach.

      My eyebrow twitched, but I forced myself not to respond. The leshane grew quiet as I took a seat at the back of the classroom, piling my books in front of me as if to form a barrier against the rest of the world.

      I felt nauseous. The leshane was pressing on my stomach, trying to make me sick so I’d skip class.

      I wouldn’t do it. The demon could make me writhe with pain on the floor. I’d still show up. This was a battle of wills, and I was showing this demon I still had some control.

      Professor Victor weaved his arms. As he did so, a beautiful illusion sprang from his fingertips. Images of ancient fae, wings sparkling like diamonds, twirled around the room in a spectacular dance as Victor strolled the area to begin the lecture.

      Many people in the class were awed by the spectacle, but not me. Magic had seemed to have gone out of my world.

      “Fae trickery is the art of deception,” Victor began. “Contracts between fae and other magical races have been vital for our existence, ever since we left Edinmyre and journeyed here to Earth. When our people arrived from the fae world, we found an abundant land of ours for the taking. We came with nothing. However, it didn’t take us long to accumulate money or resources, as there were more than a few humans or supernaturals willing to make trades with us— a magic spell, a wish granted, in exchange for some monetary goods or pledges of service. This is how the fae have dominated our world; by making deals that were beneficial for us, but typically, harmful to the other party.”

      There were a few murmurs throughout the classroom, and I shifted in my seat. That was a bit uncomfortable to admit, but at least Victor was being honest. The fae had gotten much of their prestige, riches and position in the magical world by tricking their way into it. We had the idea we were superior to other races, simply because we were smarter, but perhaps that was just a kind way of saying we were the best manipulators, who were experts at making bad deals.

      Victor pointed to the illusions weaving above our heads. “Back in the old days, we fae would leave presents on the doorsteps of humans. They’d usually be mere trinkets— a thimble, an unusual leaf, a key… something that would divert suspicion. If they took the gift into their home, we would consider the gift accepted, and the contract bound through illusion magic up to the seventh generation. That human and their descendants were obligated to serve us, and their home would always be open to us. If they did not oblige to serve, the curses and hexes the Unseelie provided were more than enough to convince them to bring their loyalty back.”

      The fae specters began fluttering around the room in a circle. “Tricking supernaturals was more complicated, but it could be done. If we learned of an Elementai’s true spirit name, we could bind their soul to us, so they’d serve us in the afterlife instead of going onward into their Ancestral Lands. If we cursed an astromancer, or a vampire, they’d have bad luck their entire lives. These are just a few examples of the advantages our race had over the others.”

      Victor shrugged. “Eventually, the humans, and the other supernaturals of our world, caught on to our games and found ways to suppress our magic with St. John’s Wort, yarrow, and iron. We were forced to begin making peace treaties, and agree to fair deals instead of ones that would only benefit us. In the modern world, humans have much forgotten about us, and regard us the stuff of fairy tales. But the supernatural community is very much aware of us, and we’d all do well to remember our history while dealing with magical races outside of Malovia.”

      Professor Victor scowled. “Of course, not all magical races are susceptible to our magic. The Miriamic Coven— don’t boo, please, that is their technical name— is able to ease our curses on them without much effort provided.”

      That was putting it lightly. The fae hated the witches in the West because they could break our contracts. Witch magic was the only thing that could overpower faerie magic. It put a bitter taste in our mouth that we couldn’t lord power over everybody.

      Nicoli raised his hand— he was in a lot of my classes. “It works both ways though, doesn’t it?” he asked. “Fae are also susceptible to bad contracts.”

      Professor Victor beamed. “You are precisely right. Demon possession is a form of one such contract.”

      My insides churned at the mention, and the leshane hissed in pleasure. Victor pointed his finger at the ceiling. The fae illusions morphed into a singular red skull, one that made me think horribly of the leshane nestling inside.

      “There is only one way that I know of to break a contract with a demon. It must be done with a pure heart,” Victor continued. “Remember, fae magic is intention. A demon’s magic is full of malice, hatred, and rage. Breaking free of that hold is dependent on the host having pure motivations— a wild heart that clings to self-forgiveness. This is the main reason why it is so hard to break the hold a demon has on an individual. No one who has spent any length of time in this world is truly pure. So the possessed must rely on the intentions of others to break him or her out of the demon’s grasp. A long shot, if there ever was one.”

      Victor prattled on for another forty minutes, while I was lost in my thoughts. A pure heart. Hmph. I hadn’t one of those since before my father died, I was sure. At this rate, getting rid of this demon seemed all but hopeless.

      I was walking back from class and feeling rather broody, until I turned a corner and my mood sank even lower. My dear cousin, Elijah Zlodia, was blocking the way to the cafeteria, a smirk on his face that accented the pompous clothes he insisted on wearing.

      I hadn’t seen him going on a month, and even then, it was only in passing. What did he want with me now? Come to gloat, I suppose.

      “Where are your bodyguards?” I sneered. He never went anywhere without them. In fact, Elijah never went anywhere anymore unless it was accompanied by blaring trumpets, fawning peasants, and a ridiculous amount of fanfare that would’ve made me embarrassed had I been king.

      Elijah grinned wider. “Some things are better left between family, don’t you think?”

      “You’re no family of mine.”

      His smile faltered, but only slightly. “Cousin, I’m here on business. It’ll be easier if you agree to lend a hand, instead of being so horribly unhelpful.”

      “What are you doing here?” I asked in distaste. Gabby and Elijah were no longer enrolled at Arcanea University. As the official king and queen, they were finishing up their education with private instructors at the palace, whenever they weren’t giving orders on gods knew what. The one thing I’d been looking forward to this semester was not having to deal with my little cousin, and on my first day, he’d already ruined it.

      It was clear I wasn’t in the mood for fucking around, so Elijah’s fake smile slid from his face, turning into a snarl. “I want the Crystals of Harmony.”

      Panic welled in my chest. Milonna had warned me about this— that the dark god Droga had sent Elijah and Gabby on a quest to find the stones, too— but I hadn’t imagined it would be so soon.

      I forced myself to remain passive. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Don’t play coy,” he spat. “We both know we’ve been given missions from the gods. I’m allowing you this one chance to fight for the winning side, before you end up losing your head.”

      He was trying to save me. That was cute, after he’d nearly killed me in the King’s Contest. But perhaps his feelings had changed since he’d become king. I was no longer a threat, so now, I’d become useful.

      There was no use playing dumb, so I tried logic— not that it ever worked on my cousin before. “Do you understand what will happen if the crystals fall into Droga’s hands?” I hissed. “It’ll be a massacre like you’ve never seen before.”

      “Those crystals are the only way to change things in Malovia for good,” Elijah snapped. “Droga’s got the right idea. A thousand-year reign, with the fae in charge. We’d be unstoppable. All the supernatural races would bow to us. So what if some peasants perish? The gains will be far superior to the losses.”

      “I’m not helping you, Eli. I’d rather die first.”

      Elijah kicked my prosthetic out from under me. It remained attached, and I fell to the side. I hit my hip painfully, and let out a gasp. Elijah stood over me, hatred burning in his eyes.

      “This was your last warning,” Elijah said. “You want to die in service to a ridiculous ideology that doesn’t exist? Be my guest. Gabriella and I won’t hesitate to get our hands on those crystals, and find all six before you do.”

      Hope burned at the corners of my being. Eli didn’t know we had two stones already. Somehow, Milonna had prevented Droga from finding out, and telling Eli. That was the only thing saving our asses.

      Elijah strode away. Once he was out of my sight, I forced myself upward and limped on my prosthetic to the Rec Room. Emma was sitting on one of the window seats, a textbook open in front of her and scattered papers everywhere.

      It hurt to look at her. Pain burned in my chest as her fiery gaze narrowed at my appearance. She was disgusted by the sight of me.

      “Did you come to apologize for yelling at me the other day?” she snapped. “Because honestly, what you did was really fucking rude.”

      My temper flared. I wanted to shout at her again, but now wasn’t the time. I forced myself to have a clear head as I said, “It’s about the stones.”

      Her expression changed. She began packing up her things. Emma flung her bag over her shoulder, and we turned into a quiet hallway. When no one was looking, I pulled her into a small janitor’s closet. Brooms and mops were knocked aside as we squeezed into the tight space, and I reached up to click on the light.

      I felt desire the moment Emma brushed up against me. We were in such confined quarters, completely alone, and her scent was driving me half mad. Last semester, such a situation would’ve caused us to be unable to keep our hands off each other.

      My arousal died as she backed away from me as far as the closet would allow. She crossed her arms and asked, “So? What’s going on?”

      “Gabby and Elijah know about the crystals,” I told her. “They’re hunting them as well. My cousin confronted me in the hallway moments ago.”

      Emma’s face went pale white. “Do they know we have two of the stones?”

      “I don’t believe so. But it won’t be long before they put it together, I’m sure.”

      Emma chewed on her lip nervously. “Milonna warned us about this. But we have two stones already, so for once we’re ahead of the game. Did Eli give you any information about what he knows?”

      I shook my head. “He’s keeping quiet. He won’t give anything away unless it’s a trick to deceive us.”

      Emma tapped her fingers against her arm. I could tell she was thinking of something. “What?” I asked.

      “Lady Korva,” Emma began. “I’ve gotten the impression she’s part Unseelie. We know Gabby has to be, because she’s practicing Unseelie magic. But what if Elijah is Unseelie as well, through his mother’s line?”

      “That can’t be right. She’s my aunt. I would know if she had Unseelie blood, because my mother would have it, too,” I argued.

      “Would you?” Emma raised an eyebrow. “Your family is pretty damn good at keeping secrets.”

      “That would mean I’d be able to perform dark magic.” I scowled. “I’ve never tried before.”

      “Well, let’s put it to the test.” Emma walked out of the closet, and I took it as an indication to follow. Her red curls bounced against her shoulders as she jogged through the hallways. I increased my strides to keep up with her, and noticed the odd stares I got from people as we passed by.

      The tabloids had made a mockery of Emma and I’s breakup. All of Malovia was taking it as their own personal entertainment. Nobody had the balls to ask me about it yet, because they knew I’d rip their heads off, but I was certain Emma was taking most of the blame for our separation.

      Another regrettable consequence of my stupid decision. Emma was always taking the brunt of things for me. When would it end?

      Emma wound upward, to a tower in the northwest corridor. I knew them well— they were study halls for students looking to ace their exams. Emma found an empty room, and we entered it. It was small, but cozy, with several armchairs placed in front of a small fireplace and a square desk centered in the middle of the room.

      Emma took the grimoire out of her bag, as well as her journal. She rolled her eyes when she saw my sour face. “Come on, Ethan. This is the only way.”

      The leshane in me greedily took interest once the grimoire was placed on the table. “You know I hate messing with dark magic.”

      “I’ll pick the simplest spell. If it doesn’t make you sick, we know you have Unseelie blood.” Emma shuffled through the journal pages until she came to an entry in the middle of the book. She handed it to me. “This is easy. Any Unseelie fae could pull this off. If you can’t do it, we know you don’t have dark fae blood.”

      “What are the consequences if it backfires?” I asked. I was almost certain my blood was full Seelie, and this wouldn’t work.

      Emma shrugged. “You’ll probably vomit for several hours.”

      “Lovely.” I read the journal entry. It was a simple spell— a protection ward, drawn from the energy of another magical force. Emma placed a small red stone on the desk in front of me— a red agate.

      “Draw from the stone’s power, and recite the incantation,” Emma said. “You’ll know if it works almost immediately.”

      This felt wrong… sinful, almost. But I was a sinner of the worst kind, so I didn’t see much point in trying to save my soul by avoiding Unseelie magic. At any rate, my prejudices against the Unseelie were what I’d been taught, not what was necessarily the truth. This could be a gateway into darkness, or a gateway into another way of thinking. The least I could do was try.

      I cleared my throat to begin the incantation. “Protect me now from any snare, away from danger, within your care.”

      The red agate shook on the table before it let out a burst of red magic. My eyes widened as I watched the magic twist and bend in the air, circling around me before it created a red band around my wrist, which dissipated in the air. As the visual ended, a strong feeling of safeguarding settled over my form.

      Emma’s jaw was hanging open. “Ethan… what the fuck?”

      I was similarly surprised. I’d expected the spell to blow me back on my ass, but that hadn’t happened. The magic had worked. I’d cast an Unseelie spell. Which could only mean one thing.

      I was Unseelie. I knew for certain my father’s line was completely Seelie, down to the most ancient of our ancestors… which meant my Unseelie blood had to come from my mother’s line, which would be shared with her sister. So if I was Unseelie, Elijah had to be, too.

      The Unseelie were supposed to be rare— their kind was wiped out. But if Elijah, Gabby, Emma and I all had Unseelie blood, they couldn’t be completely extinct. A pocket of dark fae had to be hiding somewhere, here in Malovia.

      I ran a hand through my hair. “Maybe this is why the leshane had an easy time possessing me. He knew there was something dark in me all along.”

      “You can’t think like that,” Emma said in frustration. “The Unseelie fae are no better or worse than Seelie fae. It’s just a different path.”

      I was still dumbfounded, so I fell onto one of the armchairs. I felt cold— at my shivering, Emma knelt down by the fireplace, and turned it on so warmth filled the room.

      “This is impossible,” I breathed. “If the people of Malovia knew the royal family had Unseelie traces in their blood, they’d be calling for our heads.”

      “Just another secret we have to keep.” Emma took the seat across from me and pulled her legs up on it. “Now that we know the truth, what are we going to do about it?”

      I stared into the flames. “I’m not sure. Eli having Unseelie blood makes things even more difficult.”

      “But he’s not the one we have to worry about,” Emma pointed out. “I’m stronger with Unseelie magic than you will ever be, and Gabby is stronger than Elijah. We’re sorceresses. It’s how things work.”

      “But now Eli has access to magic that we didn’t believe him capable of harnessing before,” I growled. “As an Unseelie, he has more resources.”

      “So do you! You’re on equal ground,” Emma said. “This is a good thing. We can fight fire with fire.”

      “We can’t if I’m not willing to stoop to his level.” I put a hand over my eyes.

      Emma allowed me a moment of silence before her questions began eating away at me. “What happened to you and Eli?” she asked. “I’ve gone through all the old news articles about you two. You used to be super close. Now you’re such bitter enemies.”

      I brushed my hair back. “As is typical in these situations, one person changed. The other didn’t. You wouldn’t understand.”

      “Try me.” Emma’s gaze was curious.

      I took a breath. I hadn’t spoken about such things in years, but now it finally seemed the time to deal with what had risen to the surface. “Elijah and I had been closer than brothers. We told each other everything. There wasn’t a moment of our childhood we spent apart from one another. Wherever I went, so did he. And it was like that for a long time. Until our teen years, I suppose.”

      “You said one of you changed.”

      “Maybe that’s unfair. Both of us did.” My teeth ground as I recounted the story. “Lord Zlodia and Lady Korva always had… backwards views. Politics don’t matter much when you’re a child, but when you get older, they become important. Elijah always used to be so benevolent, so carefree. It’s hard to believe now, but he was never a monster. He helped people. In fact, up until a few years ago… I used to think he was the kindest shifter I ever met.”

      I took the red agate from the table, and rolled it in my hand. “I think his parents brainwashed him. They had all kinds of horrible views about the supremacy of fae kind over other supernatural races, and the prevalence of the ruling class over the common people. I questioned it, because my father came from simple means as a commoner himself, but Elijah ate it up without putting any extra thought into what he was becoming. I made excuses for him, because I didn’t think it mattered. He wanted to please his parents, and adopting their views without question made him believe he was earning their love.”

      I shrugged. “Then we turned sixteen, and things started to change. He’d give someone a hand, but only if they were from our social class or in a similar station of power. He’d welcome anyone as a friend, so long as they weren’t what he considered beneath him. He’d give the shirt off his back for you, if he thought you an equal. Unfortunately, as time went on, the list of people he determined his equal dwindled to nearly nothing.”

      “Did you consider ignoring it? Was it worth losing someone that close to you, just because they didn’t agree with your political views?” Emma asked.

      “I tried. For years, I overlooked many of the things Eli did, just to try and save our relationship. But you can’t divide a person from their political views if that opinion begins hurting people, Emma. There came a point when there was no way to separate Elijah from the person he was from what he believed. Sure, he was gentle with those around him. Then he began advocating for the mistreatment of immigrants and the lower class, because he thought they owed him something. You can’t be a good person if you uplift those you deem worthy and spit in the eye of those you don’t. Respect isn’t earned. It’s given.”

      I put a fist to my mouth. “Stefan was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Elijah was always jealous of the bond we had, and Stefan never acted like an entitled little prick, like Eli had the tendency to do. Elijah said I was choosing Stefan over him, and we had an argument. I told Elijah his views were archaic and despicable, and they had no place in modern fae society. He accused me of trying to force him to my opinion. He took it as a grave insult I thought he was in the wrong, and if you know anything about Malovians, they always have to be right.”

      “How is it not obvious to him that he was wrong, though?” Emma asked. “It’s the simplest virtue of all to believe everyone should have equal rights and opportunities.”

      “He convinced himself otherwise, at any cost— even at the cost of his soul. Evil people always think they’re right, Emma. They believe they’re serving the greatest good. I’m certain Eli believes in his heart the changes he wants to make to our world will benefit our people instead of hurt them.”

      I made a scoffing noise. “He had the gall to accuse me of being offensive and hurtful. I did no such thing. It’s not hurtful to call someone out on their bullshit. If anything, it’s an act of love. And I did it to save Eli from himself, for all the good it did.”

      “So what’s the difference, then, between you and him? You had similar lives, but turned out differently. Why?”

      “I was willing to see things from a different perspective. I think when I lost my leg was the big turning point. Once you become disabled, your entire view on the world changes. Even as a prince, I had insight to disadvantages that oppressed people face. Once I became an amputee, I couldn’t pull the wool over my eyes anymore. I couldn’t continue to pretend the royals had it right, and there wasn’t a need for our society to change. So after my father died, I turned away from the traditional ideals our fae ancestors held. Eli clung to them. When I refused to join in on his twisted way of thinking, he took it as me condemning his actions, turning my back on our ancestors. I’m certain he believes I’ve abandoned him, too. It’s why he hates me so. In his eyes, I’m ashamed of the family.”

      Emma gave a huff. “What a narcissistic bastard. Not everything’s about him.”

      “He’s not alone, though, which is why he’s dangerous,” I added. “The Circle thinks that way. Gabby thinks that way. Along with thousands of other fae who stick to the old ways of our ancestors, regardless of whether they’re morally sound or not. Any attempt to be progressive or come up with a new way is seen as attacking our way of life. Even if the old way causes suffering for others.”

      “I can hear the way you talk about it. It’s like you’re in pain,” Emma commented. “Like… I don’t know. It’s as if Elijah died years ago, and this man walking around now is just a stranger to you.”

      “I hate Elijah for the person he has become. That boy that I loved like a brother is gone. He no longer exists. Any good trait Eli once had was devoured by his need to be right. I wish you could’ve met him then, when he was as I like to remember him. That boy would’ve never taken a life to maintain power.”

      I sighed. “It shows you how dramatically people can change, with the right motivation. Or the wrong one, I suppose.”

      Emma reached out. She laid a few fingers on my wrist and said, “Well… whatever happened to Eli wasn’t your fault. And I’m glad you made the right decision.”

      Her gesture should’ve comforted me. And it did… for a moment or so.

      Then it left me wholly enraged.

      I was able to decipher the difference between my emotions and the leshane’s immediately. When Emma touched me, the leshane’s hold on me weakened. The magic that bound us together began pushing at the edges of his being.

      Things happened so quickly. The red stone in my hand turned to ashes, which fell to the floor between my fingers. I felt the protective shield I had created be drained by the leshane as he sucked ravenously at its energy. I wasn’t looking in a mirror, but when Emma gasped and wrenched away, I knew that my eyes had gone red.

      “Emma, get away from me.” My whole form shook as I struggled to maintain control.

      Emma jumped up from her chair. She began backing away slowly, hand inching for the doorknob as she kept her eyes on me. “Ethan?”

      “Run.”

      I was able to utter that one word before the leshane took hold of my body. I exploded into my wolven form, and landed on three paws. Emma gave a scream and dove out of the way just before my jaws could latch onto her legs. She ran out the door, and all I could do was force my body to pause for a moment before the leshane dragged me into a run.

      Emma was sprinting down the dark hallway, while my body raced after her. I fought against the leshane with all my might, but he had the upper hand. The leshane took advantage of the dark magic inside of me. Instead of causing the protective spell to do what it was made to, he turned it around, using it as a shield against me to prevent me from breaking a way through. I watched helplessly through my own eyes as I chased Emma down the corridor, my jaws salivating as the leshane longed to taste blood again.

      Emma looked back and gave another scream just as I jumped into the air to take her down. Fear exploded in my heart and took over, pinning me down with despair as I prepared to watch the leshane take her life.

      An alicorn came barreling out of nowhere, hooves smacking the stone. He slammed into me, ramming his shoulder into my chest. I went flying backward and crashed against the wall, which knocked the wind right out of me. As I gasped for breath, the leshane forced my body to stand again, though the alicorn blocked my way to Emma.

      It was Theo. His sides were heaving, head bowed as he waved his horn in a warning to stay back.

      The leshane didn’t care. He’d do whatever it took to stop Emma from breaking me free of his hold, and that meant killing her and anyone that got in the way. I felt him tilt my body toward Theo, before I felt the bodies of two men overhead.

      Alexei and Stefan had arrived, and piled on top of me. Though they were still in their human forms, they had all the strength they did as shifters, and held me down. The protective shield began to ebb away. I put all my will into fighting the leshane as my body frothed and shook like a rabid dog’s, the leshane desperately trying to break through to Emma.

      “Bud, you gotta snap out of it,” Stefan growled. Even as a dragon shifter, he was having trouble holding me still. The leshane was strong.

      Theo changed back and got on top of me, alongside Alexei. I could hear the griffin’s panic as he shouted, “We can’t hold him for much longer! Emma, get out of here!”

      Though Emma’s expression was pale, she didn’t turn away. She crept forward at a slow pace, reaching out her hand.

      “Emma, what the hell are you doing? He’s mad!” Theo growled.

      Emma didn’t pay attention. Instead, she laid her palm on my forehead as the leshane continued to struggle.

      When she touched me as the leshane possessed my body, it was incredibly painful. It felt like hot cinders were being seared against my fur, and I howled in pain.

      Emma paid no attention, just kept stroking my head in soft pets. “Shh,” she said, trying to calm me down, though her voice wavered and tears streamed down her face.

      At Emma’s command, the leshane began to lose power. I anchored myself to the magic of our mating bond and pulled on through. The leshane’s magic broke away— I was free. I was able to control my body again as I slumped to the floor, completely spent.

      I whimpered as I looked up at Emma. Alexei, Stefan and Theo slowly rose, cautiously if I was to attack again. The world became off-kilter and slow. My energy was zapped to nothing. Fighting the leshane for control had taken all my strength. I allowed myself to sink into the depths of blackness, relieved as I felt the leshane’s power dwindle backward into my spirit.

      To wait for the next opportunity to kill.
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